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An inexperienced preacher was to hold a graveside burial service at a pauper's cemetery for an indigent man with no family or friends. Not knowing where the cemetery was, he made several wrong turns and got lost. When he eventually arrived an hour late, the hearse was nowhere in sight, the backhoe was next to the open hole, and the workmen were sitting under a tree eating lunch.  The diligent young pastor went to the open grave and found the vault lid already in place. Feeling guilty because of his tardiness, he preached an impassioned and lengthy service, sending the deceased to the great beyond in style.  As he returned to his car, he overheard one of the workman say to the other, "I've been putting in septic tanks for twenty years and I ain't never seen anything like that."
In the last month or so, we’ve been studying on having the mind or attitude of Christ, and we’ve looked at Jesus’ prayer life, His service, His humility, and His compassion.  Today, I want to focus on His zealousness.
Let’s read our passage out of John 2 again.
John 2:13-17

13 The Passover of the Jews was near, and Jesus went up to Jerusalem. 14 And He found in the temple those who were selling oxen and sheep and doves, and the money changers seated at their tables.  15 And He made a scourge of cords, and drove them all out of the temple, with the sheep and the oxen; and He poured out the coins of the money changers and overturned their tables; 16 and to those who were selling the doves He said, "Take these things away; stop making My Father's house a place of business."  17 His disciples remembered that it was written, "ZEAL FOR YOUR HOUSE WILL CONSUME ME."

Jesus was zealous for God.  And, let’s be honest here, that’s not a word we use much anymore.  In fact, I’m not sure the last time I heard that word used if it wasn’t being applied to Jesus or Paul.  So what does zeal mean?  What does it mean to be zealous?

Webster’s defines it as “eagerness in the pursuit of something”.  The Greek word means “to be hot towards”.  Think boiling water, or the way steel is orangish-red when it’s heated to a really high temperature.  That’s the idea of zealous.  And the term, figuratively, means having strong emotions towards something, whether those emotions are positive or negative.  It could be jealousy or enthusiasm.

But in all ways that the word is used, zeal implies action, and that’s the first point I want to make in having zeal like Jesus.  In fact, you could go so far as to say that zeal REQUIRES action.  And sometimes that action isn’t going to be very popular with people, because it’s not just any action you’re taking.  Being zealous for God means our action aligns with the will of God.

In our passage this morning, Jesus took action, didn’t He?  And He took action in a big way.  He made himself a scourge (or whip) of cords and cleared all the moneychangers and those selling sacrificial animals out of the temple.  That alone wasn’t what made Jesus zealous for God, though.  Jesus didn’t have a problem with the Jews selling oxen and doves and whatnot on the temple grounds.  It was that they were doing it to make a profit.  We know that because He says, “You’ve turned My Father’s house into a place of business.”  These were people who were taking advantage of other’s needs for their own profit.  They were tainting God’s Temple with greed, and Jesus couldn’t abide that.  And so being zealous for God requires us to take action that aligns with God’s will.
But how often do we see or hear people blatantly misapplying the Scriptures and say nothing?  How often do we stand idly by when evil is perpetrated in front of us because we don’t want to get involved?  How many times have we missed out on an opportunity to preach the gospel because we were afraid?
If we’re going to have the mind of Christ, we’ve got to understand that Jesus took action on the part of the kingdom of God, and we are going to have to do that too.  It may not be popular, or easy, or even understood, but we must take that action anyway.

The second point I want to make about zealousness is that it requires dedication.  If you read through the gospels, all Jesus did for 3 ½ years before His death, burial, and resurrection was preach and teach the kingdom of God.  That’s all He did.  Jesus dedicated every moment He had once His public ministry began to the kingdom of God.
And I can guess what some of you might be thinking.  
He didn’t have a mortgage, and a car payment, and student loans, and credit card debt.  And you’re right.  He didn’t have any of those things.  Of course, the times are different now.  But that doesn’t mean that we can’t be zealous for God like Jesus was while He was on this Earth.
Being zealous means you are dedicated to do what God wants.  Most people think of it this way:  Their life is a bucket or pitcher.  And they have a job.  That’s 3 cups of my life.  And I have to sleep.  There’s another 3 cups.  And there’s hanging out with friends and family obligations.  2 cups.  And driving. That’s a cup.  Then my hobby.  Another cup.  Time I spend watching TV.  2 cups.  You get the idea.  We fill up our lives with stuff, and whatever is left over is given to God.

But the picture that we see in Jesus’ life, and really throughout the New Testament shows that we have it backwards.  The pitcher shouldn’t be our lives, but our Christianity.  And all that other stuff fills up our Christianity.  Here’s the key – our Christianity should inform and affect all that other stuff rather than all the other stuff coming before our Christianity.  The good news is that you can switch pitchers, so to speak.  We can make our Christianity what we fill up rather than our lives.  The bad news is that the switching is hard.  It takes a very conscious effort to move something that is normally seen as an obligation into that which effects everything else.  But the best way to do it is this.  Ask yourself the question: How do I use this situation, or obligation, or event for the betterment of God’s kingdom?  How can I use this for the Church?  What that does is make you interpret your life through a different lens than the normal one you’ve been using all along.  But doing that will move you towards that zealousness requiring dedication.
If we can become zealous for God, then the action, the service, the obedience will all fall right into place.  We couldn’t help ourselves.  Paul is another great example of being zealous for God.  Of course, he started out zealous for the Law, or specifically the Pharisaical view of the Law.  But then, after he had his little, life-altering encounter with Jesus on the road to Damascus, that zealousness was reapplied in the appropriate direction and Paul became a one-man preaching crew.
The last point I want to make about having zeal like Jesus is that it requires knowledge.  What I mean by that is that if you are going to be zealous for the kingdom of God, then you’ve got to know what that kingdom is.  You have to know the laws that you have to abide by.  Put simply, you have to know God’s will.  And we DO know God’s will.  How?
In Romans 12:1-2, Paul writes

12:1 Therefore I urge you, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies a living and holy sacrifice, acceptable to God, which is your spiritual service of worship. 2 And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, so that you may prove what the will of God is, that which is good and acceptable and perfect. 

Quite simply, we have God’s Word, and we know that nothing can be the will of God that is contrary to His Word.  If we stick with the Bible, then we will be acting in accordance to God’s will.  But, again, we have to know what the Bible says to be able to do it.
Of course, we can go too far the other way as well, and convince ourselves that we don’t know enough to be zealous for God; we don’t have the knowledge necessary for the required action and dedication.  And you might not.  If you don’t, you’ll need to study God’s word to understand His will for you better.

But God would prefer you act and be wrong than not act at all.  If you sin, then the blood of Christ will cover over that sin.  If you don’t sin, then you’re working for God’s kingdom.  But let me give you a little cheat sheet or a Cliff’s Notes version of the New Testament so you’ll never be wrong in your action:  when in doubt, love.  Zealousness requires action, and if you aren’t sure what that action should be, then act out of love and you’ll be just fine.
Jesus was zealous for God, and if we are going to have the mind of Christ, then we must also be zealous for God.  That requires action, dedication, and knowledge.

If you want to show God your zealousness for Him, then the first step you can take is to obey the gospel message.  Jesus died, was buried, and resurrected on the third day for the forgiveness of your sins.  If you believe that truth, then come forward and confess Jesus as the Christ, repent of your sins, and be buried into the waters of baptism and start on your road of zealous service to God.
